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On Feb. 11, Colombia's 800,000 state workers went on strike, protesting the economic policies of
President Ernesto Samper's administration. State teachers, as well as oil, health, and telephone
workers, joined the strike. Following two days of protests, during which the unions claimed success
and the government minimized the strike's effects, both sides agreed to resume negotiations.
Leaders of the Federacion Nacional de Trabajadores Estatales (FENALTRASE) threatened to strike
several weeks ago. Talks aimed at averting the strike failed, with both sides blaming each other.
"With lower inflation, more jobs, coffee prices on the rise, incentives for exports, interest rates
declining, the fiscal problem on the way to being solved, and generous support for housing for state
employees, the only reason for a strike would be political," said Samper on Feb. 3.
The government rejected worker demands for a 21.6% wage hike in line with 1996 inflation, instead
offering 13.5%. In addition to the dispute over wages, workers also oppose government plans to
privatize state enterprises. Samper said granting workers the 21.6% raise would cost the government
half the economic resources it saved during the economic state of emergency declared on Jan. 13.
Samper imposed the emergency decree to reel in the state's bloated fiscal deficit, which reached
US$4.4 billion in 1996. The emergency measures included broad cuts in public spending, plus the
privatization or restructuring of public enterprises, which FENALTRASE strongly opposed.
As the strike deadline approached, Samper said political opportunists and rebel infiltrators had
tainted the protest. Meanwhile, union leaders denounced several attacks on members of the strike
committee and accused the government of "stigmatizing" the strike with its accusations of guerrilla
infiltration. Effectiveness of strike debated Estimates of the strike's effects varied. While government
officials said only about 10% of state workers walked off the job, union leaders called the first day of
the strike "a great success."
Public transportation in most places was operating at about 50%. All state schools and universities
were closed by order of the minister of education, and hospitals only attended emergency cases.
Airports were closed in the resort city of Santa Maria and in Medellin, and several international
carriers canceled their flights to Colombia.
However, an almost total shutdown of commercial activities, banks, and transportation occurred
in Barrancabermeja, in Santander department, where Colombia's oil production is centered.
Some news sources reported that the Union Sindical Obrera (USO), which includes most workers
from the national oil company Empresa Colombiana de Petroleos (ECOPETROL), prevented
Barrancabermeja businesses from opening. In a televised statement on the evening of Jan. 11,
Samper said few state workers observed the walkout, and he commended the military and the
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security forces for maintaining order during the protests. "We will not let down our guard," said
Samper. "Security forces will continue on alert until further notice."
In contrast, Mario Valderrama, president of the Confederacion General de Trabajadores
Democraticos (CGTD), said the first day of the strike was extremely successful. According to
Valderrama, 65% of transportation was halted in Medellin. He said the lack of violence showed that
the unions are not infiltrated by guerrillas. Finally, late on Feb. 12, government officials and strike
organizers said they had agreed to return to the bargaining table. The government announced that
its negotiating team will be headed by Interior Minister Horacio Serpa, the choice of union leaders
who said they had lost confidence in Labor Minister Orlando Obregon. "As always, we are willing
to look into the proposals the unions may draw up, taking into consideration legal and budgetary
constraints," Samper said.
Despite the agreement to resume talks, the two sides still appeared far apart. "One of the
suggestions we have given the government is to slow down the privatizations that are handing over
our nation's wealth to multinational companies," said union leader Julio Roberto Gomez, who said
the union wants "substantive dialogue." Strike just one more problem for Samper administration
The strike has already had some economic repercussions. On Feb. 12, in anticipation of the strike,
the price of coffee shot up on the New York Coffee, Sugar, and Cocoa Exchange to its highest level in
20 months, reaching US$1.72 per pound. Colombia is the world's second largest coffee producer.
The strike is but the latest problem for Samper, and economists have pointed out links between the
administration's political headaches and the economy. Business leaders say the prolonged political
crisis contributed to sluggish 3% growth in 1996, compared with 5.4% the previous year. "We're
paying and they (the unions) are largely suffering the consequences for the defense of the president
they supported," read an editorial in the daily newspaper El Tiempo. Until now, Samper had been
able to count on union sympathy. During his embattled presidency, labor leaders frequently visited
the presidential palace to support Samper amid widespread calls for his resignation. [Sources:
United Press International, 01/13/97; Associated Press, The New York Times, 02/11/97; Spanish news
service EFE, 01/13/97, 02/03/97, 02/10/97, 02/11/97, 02/12/97; Reuter, 02/05/97, 02/10-12/97; El Tiempo
(Colombia), 02/12/97, 02/13/97]
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